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TEXT; Luke 9;59 "Master, I will follow you, but first let me bury my
father."

If you read the Bible carefully, you will soon discover that it
contains some very outrageous things. But perhaps the most outrageous
of them all is found in this passage I have just read. There, as
Jesus was walking along the road, he met a man who, for whatever reason,
struck him as disciple material. And, much as he had done earlier with
James and John, Peter and Andrew, Jesus said to him, "Follow me!" But,
unlike James and John and the other disciples, this man replied, "Lord,
let me first go and bury my father." Now, surely that seems a reasonable
request. In the Jewish culture, there was no more sacred obligation of
sonship than to see that one's parents received a decent burial. Cer
tainly, all of us can sympathize with that. And, no doubt, most of us
would expect Jesus to have been sympathetic, too.

But, strangely enough, Jesus, ordinarily so understanding, responded
in a most peculiar manner. Instead of agreeing, perhaps with a few
compassionate words of condolence, he responded with surprising indiffer
ence. "Leave the dead to bury their dead", he replied. "But as for you,
go and proclaim the Kingdom of God." From any ordinary person, such a
reply would seem mean and unthinking. From Jesus, it is absolutely
incredible. And yet, both Matthew and Luke record this incident and both
give Jesus's answer in very similar words. Assuming that Jesus was not
just being boorish and cruel—and I think we would all consider that a
reasonable assumption—what can we make of such an amazing incident?

Well, for one thing, some scholars point out that the situation may
not really have been what it seems. William Barclay, for instance,
tells of an English diplomat who was much impressed by the intelligence
and character of a young Turk? so much so, that he offered to give him a
fine education at one of the better English schools. But the young man
replied, "I will go as soon as I have buried my father?" virtually the
same reply which Jesus got. Very sympathetically, the diplomat inquired
as to when the young man's father had died, only to discover that he was
not yet dead, nor even dying. As a matter of fact, the father was only
forty years old and appeared to be in excellent health. But, in the
Middle East, a person was expected to have no independent life of his
own. As long as their parents were alive, children were expected to do
whatever they were told. Only when they had buried their parents were
the children free to make their own decisions.

Seen in that light, the young man in our scripture lesson may well
have been saying, in effect, "Some day I will follow you, Lord. Some
day when I have met all my other obligations, then I will follow you."
In other words, "Not now, Lord! Later when it is more convenient."
Suddenly, Jesus's response seems much more reasonable; perhaps, a little
too reasonable. Perhaps in trying to explain Jesus's apparent indiffer
ence, Barclay has actually weakened the story and watered down its
meaning. For, if we read the story a little farther, we discover






